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ARANYA AADIM 
THE FOREST PRIMEVAL 


AMAZON MORNING CALM 


This is the hour the hermit wakes. Upon 
Each night’s end as the dew descends from 
Its canopy home, and shakes off the smell 
Of the dark from its sleep, the mist stirs 


As if to greet the arousing light. When 

The spent cricket sleeps, and the weary owl 
Sleeps, and the noisy brood is not yet 
Awake, the only sound is the liquid lilt 


Of an unseen rill that rides the mist that 
Greets the light. After a frenzied forest 

Night of howlings and hootings and stalkings, 
Returns an unmixed peace. The hermit wakes. 


IN THE CANOPY OF THE RAINFOREST 


This is the muse’s home; a world floating on a 
World, covering an everchanging patchwork quilt 
Of light and shade the way a shadowless shade 
Spreads itself under the low clouds, softens the 
Lazy noon high on the Andean land atop the world. 


All morning long longs the songbird, hopstepping 
In his own tune to try and rhyme an elusive note; 
The resplendent quetzal ruffles his plume now and 
Again as if to catch the longish rays of the sun. 


There is self-sufficiency in the leafiness of the 
Layered, leafy world; the treefrog entrusts her 
Tadpoles to the safe pool of the bromeliad cup, 
Never needing a descent to the gravelly ground; 
The groundlings may yet ascend to claim the gift 
Of light, such as where the leafcutting ants form 
A file to carry away the green banners of greening. 


In the misty cold at the close of a day, there again 
Rises a melody of the canopy, a lute of many notes 
In light-intoxicated sound as the hour is claimed 
By the unseen crickets and self-illumined fireflies; 
Each creature of the canopy seeks to rhyme a tune 
Distinct and different, or distinctly different 

From all the others present, all the others past. 


THE LOST WORD OF THE MONSOON LAKE 


From cicadas’ ceaseless sound 

On the moist air of a monsoon lake 
At a sky’s brief respite - sunned yet - 
Between lovers out on a forest walk, 
At composing a life in language, 
Suddenly, from out of a sentence 

In midair, a word is lost. 

In the wet lichens and moss, 

Beneath the cicadas’ noise floor 

Or in the scent of wildflowers, from 
Out of airwaves, a word is lost. 

In the blank space of the sentence 
There is dark foreboding. 

The jungle withholds its breath, 

The cicadas the sound 

And the wildflowers the scent 

As if to facilitate the retrieval. 

Where is the word, 

The jungle sighs in uncertain guilt. 
What was the word, 

The cicadas intone in near apology. 
Was it the verb, was it the adjective 
Or the adverb, the wildflowers wonder. 
The sentence gapes ungrammatically. 
On a blackening lake raindrops renew. 
The man puzzles, pensively, 

At the sloe-eyed loveliness of a face, 
At a pearlesque teardrop - 

A tiny speck at its center 

Glistening with meaning. 


THE HUMMINGBIRD 


In the canyon of sun the wind plays 

And with it the birds, 

Gulls, turkey vultures, others; 

Swooping downward and coasting upward 

On wind’s back 

Along traceless arcs 

Gracefully, effortlessly, 

Never stopping, never holding still; 

Were the sun to hold still in its galaxy’s spiral, 
Were the earth to hold still in her elliptic orbit, 
Were the earth to hold still on her straight axis, 
Were we to hold still on the incline of ours, 
Would we know how it is sloping 

And what its objective is? 


There’s one in particular that 

With intense fluttering of wings 
Manages to hold still, dead on a dot, 
For a brief moment of rapture: 

A view of the parting between red petals, 
A smell of the honeypot within, 

A place of all beginnings. 

Satisfied, it heads straight in 

With its long searching beak 
Lovingly, purposefully. 

The hummingbird. 
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CHRYSALIS DREAMING 


On wings the wonders 

The many-colored splendors 
Busily aflutter 

About stamens and pistils 
Of yet more colors 
Thickening the dream 

Of gathering moonlight 

In the tawny time 

Of organic ardor; 

Centered in the invocation- 


The most splendiferous dream, 


A chrysalis dreaming, fallen 


On the forest floor, the moon 


Striking just so a tremulant 


Wave of light pierces in, paints 


Within the deep within 


A mindscape of what may come 
In endless shades and schemes 


Of a spectrum, unbounded 
By what is, or was. 
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GLASSFROG 


A glasslike transparence 

Can at times transmit 

Of the same transparence born 

A granular outline of pain; 

The textured hollowness, for instance, 
Of a life laid out in plain view 
For all its adulation 

Of a life spread out in the arclight 
Becomes too opaque for words. 
Or take the wordsmith who 

Torn from consonance to conveyance 
Lets his meaning wholly bare; 
The music dies altogether 

If he makes his meaning too clear. 
Though sometimes 

A helping hand descends 

That cups and cradles 

And brings a little relief 

To the exposed pain, as 

Of the perched glassfrog 
Sprawled at the break of a day 

In the canopy of the rainforest, 
Sunbeams filtering down 

The dense green foliage 

Tingeing the congealed form 

Of the last of her secrets- 

A cluster of glassy eggs 

Newly inseminated. 

When night comes in 

And wraps her in a black veil 
She’s alone again 

With the most private of thoughts. 
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THE ISLET OF THE SCARLET IBIS 


There is an island. Or rather, there is a cluster of islands of which 
this one is special. With its tall, leafy trees packed densely, the 
island looks like a green mound risen out of the water. Or the 
back of a giant bird. This is what you see if you arrive there on a 
late afternoon, the sun still high but cool. You sit quietly on your 
boat. Patience now. Let the sun go down unhurriedly. Nothing 
should be rushed. Sit and reflect on yourself, if you will. 


Suddenly then, there appears to be a tiny scarlet dot on the green 
mound. Is it real, or is it a reflection of your expectant mind? As 
you try to discern, there appear a few more dots. And then you 
see it! The whole dimming sky has filled up with scarlet dots, and 
they are all moving towards the mound. The scarlet ibises are 
coming home for the night. 


Some fly straight in. Some come circling in. And then, once in a 
while, startling you, there comes a fast-flying squadron of them 
through a narrow passage between two nearby islands. Like a 
sudden gust of wind through a crevasse. 


By sundown the green is completely supplanted. The whole 
mound has become solid, soft and faintly glistening scarlet. 
Feathery scarlet. Everyone is home. The parents are home. The 
brood is home. 


The islet of the scarlet ibis has become an ibis. 
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COMMUNICATING 


When God at last was ready 
To awaken in his progeny 
The ability to communicate 
The expectants stood in line: 
Man, animal and plant. 


To the man he gave the word 

And something more beautiful, 

The gift of expressive eyes. 

To the animal he gave the sound 
And something more intimate, 

The smell to tell of love and fear. 
But when the plant stood there alone 
All the gifts had been given; 

Except for one last one — 

The ability to empathize. 


Hurt a tree in the forest 
And the rest weep, silently. 
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A TRYST IN THE FOREST 


On a jasmine-fragrant night 
Where shadow and light entwine 
Lovers look in each other’s eyes: 
Murmuring leaves form the words. 


Every languageless tenderness 
Between a man and a woman 
Is a fragment from the primeval night; 


A jasmine knows; the leaves remember. 
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TAKE AREST IN THE BAOBAB FOREST 


The baobab, if you have heard or read about it or seen a TV 
program, will conjure up the vision of great, sparsely treed 
African flats. That’s where they are native. A baobab tree can be 
an entire ecosystem unto itself — with birds, animals, insects and 
even humans all relying on it one way or another. 


Or at least that is the knowledge I had, until I came to the 
Northern Territory of Australia. I am driving from Katherine to 
Kununurra. A portion of this road runs through a baobab forest — 
not so much a dense ‘forest’ really, because the trees are spaced 
quite far apart, as though each has its own domain. These 
baobabs here are one evidence that the landmasses of Africa and 
Australia were once connected. 


But driving through here gives me an entire new introduction to 
the baobab. Each single tree strikes a unique pose — a human 
stance. If you look at a tree a while, you can see a pose that once 
made an impression on you: A soapbox orator in Hyde Park, 
making a point with hand gestures; an Inuit about to throw a 
lance at a seal; a whirling dervish with his hands positioned, 
ready to begin his move; an intent angler, exuding infinite 
patience; a profusely bearded Yukon panhandler, stooping 
towards the water; one half of a Tango duo, making the dip; and 
so on. And if several people were given pencil and paper, and 
each asked to describe his own image of a given tree, the 
imaginings will be all different: Geisha greeting; Buddhist monk 
praying; Ballerina taking a bow. 


You ought to pull up, and stretch your legs. Driving correctly on 
the wrong side of the road requires great concentration. So relax. 
Take a walk among the trees. As you consider their poses, they 
will bring together in your mind many distant points of time and 
many diverse sights — colorful beads that you have collected and 
thrown haphazardly into a cut crystal bowl. Now it is as though 
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someone has taken a needle and thread, and has begun to string 
the beads according to her whims, in her own chosen sequence. 
And that gets you thinking about a sequence in life — your 
sequence. Then you might spot a breach in your life as well — like 
drifting, once-connected landmasses. You are sad perhaps, or 
nostalgic. What was that breach? “Does imagination dwell the 
most/Upon a woman won or a woman lost?” And then, suddenly, 
you begin to be aware of your own reflective stance that you have 
struck, there, at that moment. An artist-baobab is considering 
you, imaginary pencil and paper in hand. 
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ROYAL CHITWAN FOREST, NEPAL 


If a pipal droops or a willow weeps 
The river catches the tear drips. 
The sandy shallows raise the tips 
So cranes may hop, tip to tip. 

A kingfisher knows where to dip. 
Does a willow ever weep? 


A leopard lurks in the elephant grass 
But conspicuous is the rhinoceros, 
Harmless and herbivorous. 

Under the monkey-laden canopy truss 
The deer cross the forest pass. 

The leopard hides in the grass. 


Before long it is night. 

Another world, another light; 

The Milky Way’s the only light: 
When nothing demands on the sight 
Another sense seeks its height. 
Again now, it is night. 


In the forest there’s jest. 

Leaves and words blend in the mist. 
Here I am, chirps the cricket; 

And here are we, say the rest; 

Find me if you can, echoes the first. 
In the koel’s nest there’s jest. 


Round the deep of a forest’s mind, 
The forest dreaming of a mind, 
There’s a windy place, a nomad wind 
Of the mind, a word wind 

That weaves a mind, the forest mind. 
Shall we allow the forest a mind? 
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And now I have to say 

To a star in the Milky Way 
Would that I could say 

To a star in the Milky Way 
Something I’d like to say 


To a star in the Milky Way. 
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WIND ISLAND MINDSET 


With the waning of light the wind 
Starts to rise, gently at first, 

The warm, moist breath of the sea 
Lying supine; of the sea 

Something always remains. 

When the dark takes all from view 

Her presence is redoubled 

In the medium of sound 

That takes on the burden of light 

And obliquely confirms 

The darkened speck of sea-born land, 
The coral forest of the deep eons. 

The muffled scream of the spent waves, 
On shore, waves of water aglitter 

As waves of light, turned waves of sound, 
The wind-blown, wind-charged sound 
And later the airy disconcert, 

On shore, of the wind’s unconcern 

In the coconut fronds tossing wildly, 
Every night, all night, tossing, 

Speak most eloquently, if whisperingly 
As in a propagated, hushed rumor 

Of ones in a stormy conflict 

Needing urgently to be calmed. 


A man and a woman lie limply, 
Each in a separate dream of languor; 
A sun-revealed, green-water atoll. 
A far cinnamon island, its verdure. 
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ISOLATION 


The green of the water is nearer 

The corneal green of a woman’s eyes 
If opalescent in the ardor of love. 

The lagoon opposes the island sky 

In jade green hills, closing her space: 

A far see inlet locally becalmed 

Yet receiving the bringings of the sea, 
The multipatterned, multiformed shells, 
Some in scurrying motion, borrowed 
By shore crabs as armored abodes. 
Gentled sea wind, the sea barely audible. 


To pause here for the length of a life, 
Ambitionless, indifferent, uncontentious; 
To hold this hidden corner of the earth 
In one’s gaze and in one’s heart 

And to sense in oneself: Here I am, 

At one with a place, contented; 


To rest here still and let flow in, 
Logicless, unquestioning, non-analytic, 
The way of the wilting sea foam 

And the rustling communion 

The wind makes in the coconut leaves. 


Circling the shadow of the mind 
Of a spirited, solitary place 

Lies an attainable, penumbral space 
Not to be known but only felt 

In wishing, welcoming and wonder. 
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ATCHAFALAYA SWAMP 


By daydreaming daylight 

And when through the haloed 
Evening haze the highbeams 
Startled the winged moths 

Many times I have crossed here 
A crossing of a kind 

I had hoped would stretch 

To fill the years wondering 
What may have been so stirring, 
The mesmerizing monotone of 
The broken white stripes reaffirmed 
By the steady hum of the engine, 
The sleepwalking fireflies 
Among the squat tree stumps 

Or some magic of the swampland, 
Some enchantment 

That surrounds with 

A surrounding of a kind 

I had hoped to know 

Till sometime in recent time 

I recalled a time 

Of solitude, of sentience 
Wrapped in a steel cocoon; 
Outside, the marshy silence; 
Beyond, somewhere the world. 
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AMAZON NIGHTFALL 


The Jivaros have receded beyond the border 
With their blowguns and the load of monkeys 
And it is getting dark; 

Under the sprawling breadfruit tree there are 
Patches of dim light or it is dark. 


Over on the Yarinacocha Lagoon 

The black water is getting blacker; 

On a lea by the Ucayali the ants carrying 
Leafcuttings like green banners rush home 
For it is getting dark. 


Around the very old Ayacucho hunter 

Who now lives mostly in his outer brain 

The light is fading; inside the knapsack 

Of the Aymara mother, darkness is struggling 
For a little place with the sleeping baby. 


Within the dream of the ancient crocodile 
And around the Opera House in Manaus 
Now it is getting dark; 

Slowly the baton makes the final arc 

And everything is dark. 
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GERUA VASAN 
THE OCHER ROBE 


Mandalay Buddhist monk receives a visit from sister and 
mother 


A PILGRIM TO LIGHT 


Yet on a winter night 

Numbed by the failing light 

I fall back in empathic shiver 

On the most melancholy of sights - 
From all passions let free 

The naked Jain monk 

Walks alone the earth 

Through the ancient roaddust 

Of holy lands and the wide avenues 
Of the cities of man, pausing when 
Veiled under the old deodar 

The village maidens offer alms, 
Shy eyes lowered to his feet; 

And I marvel at the man he is, 

So much the man he is, 

Without a care how he’s seen; 
And evermore I think 

On how in walking on 

The road becomes the destination, 
An arriving at a definition - 
Workable because it satisfies, 
Satisfying because it works - 

For the odd few who see to see 

As I tick off my used up years. 
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LAMASERY WILD BERRIES 


The ageless rock face has aged 
In the sound; long low wailed 
The long brass horns, the chant 
Grew and fell, rose and ebbed, 
Then grew to a resonant high, 
Steeped deep in the pore space 
Of rocks, to daily affirm a 
Wholeness of harmony, till 
The day the horns, till the day 
The chant, of music sapped, 
Struck the transforming note: 
Monk into exile, rock to sponge. 


In the stunted shadow of bonsais 
Dimming now - wisteria, ezo 
Spruce, cranberry cotoneaster 

In miniature berries - definition 
Blurring now on the rock garden 
Floor, fresh raked to ash gray, 
Transplanted patterns of remembered 
Harmony, sunned the whole day 

By lodgepole pines, rowed ungapped 
To the abrupt hills, sudden 

Sentinels at watch over the 
Summering rill, pebble deep and 
Fast eddied, indistinct mirror 

On the prayer flags, colored 
Lure-bright and hoisted trade 

Wind high, well willed to draw 
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The blessings of seven seas, not 
Unmixed in the redolence of 

The coastal temple gardens, their 
Coconut groves seacooled, in that 
Stunted shadow of shimpaku junipers 
Blurring now, a day is done. 

The monk into his sanctum, 

Seaward the sun, this day is done. 
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HARMONIA MUNDI 


Of all those that intrigue me 

None fascinates me more 

Than a mendicant ascetic, 

A lone sannyasi alone, 

Not, I think, for what he seeks 

But how he seeks, the odd exploring. 


Now come far from the midst of things 
I only can regain, only at times, 
Fragmentary images, from childhood 
Mostly, of an unquestioning wonder. 
These are the recurrents: the ocher robe 
And the shaved head; the rest varies. 


In a place of desolation where the Ganges, 
Upon the tumult of the holy places, after 
The laving of so many sins and such filth, 
Faces herself in a private moment alone, 
Someone’s carved a cascading ghat, a rustic, 
Treelined landing that reaches the water; 
In early dawn as the dark gives in to the 
Vermilion glow, bare from the waist up, 
Waist-deep in water, a worshipper stands, 
Palms joined, head bowed to the Sun. 

The prayer opens on the word Om, closing 
Upon the word Om, wrapping around Om, 
Filling all space; a word between the Sun 
And the Man, the Earth and the Sun: 

A word I eavesdropped on, and yet hear. 
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Or the mystic heights of the Himalayas. 

The stony peaks of the purest white are 

Risen like ageless sages in mute communing. 
Circled by them, closely watched, a valley 

Of the ascetics, a glassy plain that retains 

The last orange sorrow of the mountain Sun. 
Along a diagonal trail a lone pilgrim walks, 

The staff paralleling his feeble body, 

Unseen by society’s eyes, never knowing 

A woman’s love, he walks. No one expects him, 
None awaits him. Through rainy Sravan or in 
Flowering Falgun, today as within my childhood, 
Face hidden, the Sun behind, he walks. 
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AWINTER WINDOW TO ASUMMER SUN 


A chill winter evening in Bengal, when I was a young boy in high 
school, I am hurrying back to my dorm, late for the evening 
prayer hour. Everyone else is there already. And the light has 
failed already. I have a heavy shawl wrapped round me, but even 
that is not doing its job. Now I come upon a most unlikely sight: 
A very old lady wearing nothing but a thin white widow’s rimless 
sari walking towards me, and shivering visibly. These are 
restricted grounds, and no such person is expected to be here. 
When we are close, she asks me what kind of place this is, with 
so many buildings and things. She lives in the village some 
distance away, she says. Now it occurs to me, and I am not being 
charitable or anything, that the practical solution is for me to give 
her the shawl. I would be indoors in a minute, and would be in 
the warmth of the prayer hall. I am not going to get my shawl 
back, but I tell myself the approximate equivalent of “What the 
heck!” I take it off me and give it to her. That look of surprise I 
will never forget. In Bengali one doesn’t say Thank You. So she 
says nothing. We part company, with only these words from her: 
“Have a beautiful life, little boy.” 


As a young man I am working in Clear Lake City. It is July and 
the asphalt on the street is melting in the shimmering Texas heat. 
There appears in our institute an old and destitute man, and enters 
the air-conditioned building. An unlikely sight. At the reception 
he asks for directions to a place a few miles away. I overhear. 
Obviously he does not have a vehicle, and there is no public 
transportation. I ask him how he is going to go there. He says: “I 
have come on foot, and I will go on foot.” Now I make a quick 
calculation: I could drop him off where he wants to go, and then 
have a lunch at my favorite place there, Long John Silver’s. Two 
birds in one stone. When I offer to drive him, he gets silently in 
the car and sits silently. He gets off. He doesn’t say Thank You 
or anything. Only: “Have a beautiful life, young man.” 


No one has ever said that to me again. But then I am no longer a 
little boy or a young man. 


30 


KATHMANDU REFRAIN 


The temple is mound-shaped, 
Girdled by prayer wheels. 
The spinning is the prayer. 
The gem is in the lotus. 


The attire is of sacrifice. 
Ocher robe and shaven head, 
Raiment of a higher path. 
The gem is in the lotus. 


Chanting in a hypnosis: 
Seated round yogi-like, 
Undulating in the trance. 
The gem is in the lotus. 


Atop all, then the eyes; 
The huge eyes, the sleepy eyes. 
In the sleep is the bliss. 
The gem is in the lotus. 
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IN AYUTHAYA A DAY 


The light, the land, the sky 

Would have been so much the same 
The days they raised the town 

Brick on brick, temple by temple; 
Siddhartha lay on his side; 

Head slightly lifted, elbow-propped, 
Eyes today on a shantytown shack. 
What wonder, I wonder, had been here, 
Not quite reaching over now - 

A blockage in the course of the eons, 
Or is it an imagination too wan, 

Less that certain tinge of sentience, 
That particular antenna that catches 
The once-transmitted aura that flows 
Clear on through a moss-clogged time. 
When the light slants as if to climb 
The steep steps that haltingly rise 

To a high place nearly in sky 

And the trees bid their shadows be still 
And the grassless earth anticipates 
And the ruins crouch in hushed wait - 
The many toppled visages of Goutama 
Of many countenances, calm, collected - 
I think I begin to feel in me rise 

That occasional sense of being alive 
To all that in me thrives on wonder. 
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BURNING BURNING BURNING 


The eye is burning. 

The glare is too strong 
And the light keeps failing; 
Though the moon yet rises 
Its glow keeps fading. 


The ear is burning. 

Singed by the terrifying word 
We cannot tell apart 

The roar of the thunder 

And the sound of a spring. 


The mind is burning. 
Each day it grows weaker 
As we inure ourselves 

To more grotesque things. 


Burning burning bruning; 

All is burning. 

Burning with what? 

Burning with the fire of languor. 
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SIDDHARTHA-ASHOKA 


Some few walk among us that 
Live mostly in their outer brain; 
Not quite knowing this themselves 
And the world not knowing, they 
Drudge upon this life’s calling; 
Though once in a great while 
For one among great many 
A chain of mortal events 
Triggers a connection 
Between the world 
Within and the worlds 
Beyond and the light rushes 
In and shimmers all around the 
Body, lighting even the rest of us 
Who live often in the mammal brain 
And sometimes in the reptile brain. 
When the tender prince Siddhartha 
Shielded from the woes of the life 
Happy but for an agony within 
Accidentally saw the leper 
And the aging decrepit 
And the unknown dead 
And saw the connection 
Much was lit in the ensuing light 
Turning the cruel warrior Chandashoka 
Into the benevolent emperor Dharmashoka 
Ruling under the hovering smile of the Buddha. 


DHARMASHOKA IN THE KILLING FIELD 


The blood of horses mixes with man’s blood 
In neat tiny pools; gaping wounds are strewn 
All across the plain. Red roses and dahlias 
In bloom. 


The killing field. 


I am the victor Emperor; 

Fresh blood still drips from my cutlass, 
Sweatdrops of battle sparkle on my face, 

My horse is panting and foaming at the mouth; 
I am Chandashoka, Ashoka the Ruthless. 


Yet unlike the old days, the drink of battle 
Fails me now as I think of the worried eyes 
Gazing at the evening sun, waiting for these 
Men to come home; and of what is gained 
And what is lost from earth forever. 


I see now in the morning sun 

That smiling face in a circle of light 

That my forerunner Bimbisara sought comfort in 
And his son Ajatashatru scorned; 

About me now is a vast wasteland, the ramparts 
Stand erect while all living things have fallen. 

I hear now in the morning breeze 

The anointing sound of the word Ahimsa 

As I lay down my bloody sword. 

Buddham sharanam gacchami. 

I take refuge in the Buddha. 
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IMAGINED REALITY 


My uncle Bijan was a deeply spiritual person who traveled to 
many holy places. He once spoke of an itinerant young American 
woman approaching him in a holy city (let us say Varanasi), and 
asking him questions about the Eastern spiritual quest. This is 
perfectly understandable. The tall and handsome Uncle Bijan 
would stand out in the crowd as an educated person, and it would 
be natural for a foreigner seeking a knowledgeable English- 
speaking Indian to approach him. Unfortunately, I did not think 
to pursue the issue further with Uncle Bian to find out what was 
actually discussed. But I remember other things Uncle Bijan said 
on other occasions. So I try to imagine today what may have been 
said between him (B) and the American woman (A). 


A: What is special about this place? 


B: Look around you. You see a poor man with a satisfied glow of 
devotion on his face. A rich man bowing down low alongside the 
poor man in great humility. An ill man with a truly happy smile. 
Multiply these hundreds of thousands of times. What we have is a 
real and tangible beneficial effect on real and tangible human 
beings. There is no denying this. It is not anybody’s opinion — it 
is here for anyone to witness. Now, what is the cause of this 
tremendous effect? 


A: The place is the cause? 


B: Yes, but there is more. Since the effect is there, some cause is 
there. If you believe that this place is genuinely holy, genuinely 
consecrated, then you readily understand the cause. But if you are 
a non-believer, you still see that the effect is there. You may then 
ascribe it to a human need to find a holy place, to find a place and 
simply call it holy. So is there a difference between the place 
being actually holy, and the place being believed to be holy? 
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A: The difference is that if it is all in the mind of man, then for 
me, an alien to this scene and an alien to the Hindu life 
experience, the beneficial effect may not come. So I am wanting 
to know what the absolute nature of this place is. 


B: There is on one hand reasoned defiance, and there is on the 
other hand unquestioning surrender. Both are important. The 
point now is, Which one do you apply first? If you apply reason 
first, you do not get anywhere. The quest ends for you here. If 
you surrender yourself first to the overwhelming tide you see 
around you and let it cradle you and carry you some distance, 
then at least you are moving. A while later, stop and invoke 
reason again and you may well see things differently. The 
important thing is not to stagnate. To not let reason make you 
inert. 


A: And what do you believe? 


B: I think I can accept that this place is truly consecrated. 
Thousands of years of people believing that the place is holy has 
actually made it holy. The way an ascetic person — upon long 
years of hard quest — develops a true ascetic glow on his face. 
This soil, this water, this air — they have history. And it is that 
history that is good. 


A: I think I am beginning to see. Thank you for showing me the 
way. 
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THE MONASTERY AT CETINJE 


In rare times of utter calm I often imagine 
Myself at the end of a long and winding 

And tiring trek; there a hidden monastery. 
Black-robed dervishes or saffron-clad monks 
At there calling; the calm milch cow 

At leisurely rumination, the incense-breathing 
Air perfectly serene. 

I become a disembodied part of it all. 


In the monastery at Cetinje there was nobody. 
None of the natural denizens 

Could anywhere be seen. 

In the courtyard, there was nobody. 

In the halls: None, nobody. 

Within: Nobody, nobody, nobody. 

All round the dredged up dirt and tractors 

At work for the next year’s sightseers. 

Where are the peaceable men I came to see? 
Where is the air that breathes serenity? 


Through the magic of far vision 

We've seen them. In the lush Paradise Island, 

On the remote mountain kingdom 

We've seen them: The ocher robes and 

Shaved heads dotting the mortal strife of man 

In an illogical mix, on streets, at the King’s Gate. 
By day’s end some had fallen. 


And lest we forget the fire sacrifice 
Shall we say here that we do surmise 
That the self-lit flame of the hurt one, 
Face radiant from the hidden years 
Of solitude, of celibacy, of chants, 
The spare orange-clad form, 

Still burns somewhere within us? 


38 


In this confusion between why and whys 
When that state of calm 

Does not ever come 

I sense my monastery slowly recede, 
Forever fade. 


Once more O Sages of the Past 

In your forest abodes arise for us. 

In that vibrant, sonant voice 

Give us the reading of peace. 

Let the incantation carry far hence 
Awakening dead streams and browned 
Woodlands to the minds of man. 


In forgiving benediction once more arise. 
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AYEYARWADY 


On the elephant river it rains. 
On the roofless ferryman it rains. 


In mist mountains it rains. 

Over the temple-studded plains, 
Dimming though not dark, it rains. 
Round the four-faced monument, 
Watchful no more, it rains. 

On the two Buddhas past it rains. 
On the Buddha present it rains. 


Kakusandha is very old. 


The kind eyes of the old rain, 

The abhaya mudra of the good rain, 
The four directions to renew the rain, 
All these too are very old. 


Ariya Metteyya to come, Bless this rain. 


The good rain and the chill rain, 
The rain to be and the rain within, 
Cloud and mist and haze, 

The canopy of the forest, bird nests, 
Temple bells and prayer flags, 

All these too rain. 


On the ferryman at mid-river it rains. 
On the Ayeyarwady it rains. 
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THE RAINIT RAINS 


Of all places I’ve seen it rain, the Amazon jungle is like no other 
place. The rain comes suddenly. Quickly it drenches you. It is so 
dense and so torrent that nothing short of a solid roof can protect 
you. An umbrella will not. The canopy of a tree will not. 
Raingear will not. The water drenches your skin, then it drenches 
your flesh and bones. And the sound drenches you in a like way: 
the sound = the sound of the rain + the sound of the leaves + the 
sound of the rain tormenting the leaves. Now comes a warm chill, 
a shiver — even in the sultry heat. Your own body feels different 
to you. Then you begin to see: The jungle is no longer the jungle 
you saw; the rain is no more the rain you know. It is the jungle 
and the rain. It is something new. It is an amorphous expanse that 
has no name — it should not be given a name. You are no longer 
in the Amazon of Iquitos or Manaus. You are in the Amazon of 
the Jivaros and the Aymaras. You are in an aboriginal place, an 
absolutely original place — the mythplace that is the Amazon. 


Then, just as suddenly, the rain stops. It all stops. 
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PRELUDE TO AN EPIC 


When upon his rovings the prosaic Valmiki, 
The bandit-turned-sage, mournfully saw 
The hunter find his mark, he raged forth 

In self-versifying words: Never, O Hunter, 
Ever in eternity will you know rest; 

For you have felled one heron of the pair 
At enchanted lovemaking in their nest. 


By this newfound gift of poesy made bold, 
The bardic trust his to bear, he still felt 
Waves of despondence take him over. 
How was he, preceding the events in time, 
To tell of those coming tumults of man 
That would shape the course of Rama, 

His epic’s hero yet to be born in Ayodhya? 


Then Narada, the dean of sages, said: 
Dear Poet, take heart. The mindplace 
Of yours is the birthplace of Rama. 
Know this to be a greater place 

Than the city of Ayodhya resplendent. 
That is the reality what you write; 
What actually happens is not all real. 


The mindscape of a poet who’s a poet 
Not merely for a lure of the art 

But from such a nomadic urge 

As makes of a homebound everyday man 
A roving yogi in tattered shreds 

Evolves a reality on a higher plane 

Than where we count our allotted days. 
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DENIZENS OF THE PYRE GROUND 


It is long many years 

Since I saw them once, in the village 

Pyre ground by the forlorn end 

Of the quay, halfbent shadowy figures 
Draped in matted hair and tattered shreds, 
Crimson eyes reddened yet more in the 
Opiate trance; half of this earth, half not, 

I thought. Licking their brittle lips they 
Crouch about the crackling fire, as though to 
Commune with the one within. They beseech you 
And entreat you and beg money for a drunken 
Huddle, or chased away, they curse your dead 
To eternal hell. They are the pyre ascetics, 
My father said - derelicts by their choice, 

In the corridor between the living and the dead; 
It is something in pain they seek. 

Once more I saw one upon a broad dark night, 
Not another soul near - seated still 

Against the ancient banyan trunk in 

The graceful lotus state, an unearthly light 
Playing on the grotesque face, eyelids shut. 
Smoldering round in attuned sentience: 

The spent cinder-red pyres. 
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THE MAD SADHU OF SILCHAR 


When we lived here, it was a storybook town set away in a quiet 
corner of a noisy India. It was more a cluster of unhurried 
villages - nested in the bend of the river the way you gather up a 
baby in the crook of your arm. Life was elaborately slow. Your 
richly textured day had a predawn, a dawn, an early morning, a 
morning, a midmorning and so on — all distinct, all separately 
enjoyable. The cock crowed at predawn, the muezzin called at 
dawn and you bathed in early morning (School would start in late 
morning.) You could bathe the regular way at home, or you could 
walk to a local pond and take a dip and frolic with many others 
there. You pleasurably rubbed mustard oil all over your sun- 
warmed body, then took the plunge. 


My dominant memory of Silchar has spontaneously transformed 
to the memory of a very odd man there, then. Nobody knew his 
name. Everybody called him Luchipuri. It could mean a person 
who hailed from Luchipur, but I know of no such place. Or it 
could be a combination of Luchi and Puri — two kinds of Bengali 
bread. And we didn’t know where he lived or how he lived. He 
seemed to be a sadhu — a spiritual ascetic, a seeker. But he did not 
wear the customary ocher attire of a sadhu. Instead he wore a 
white sarong, and a long white collarless shirt. He had flowing 
white hair and beard. Though able-bodied, he carried a walking 
staff taller than he was. He held it Masai-like — parallel to his 
body. You saw him walking the streets of the town — never 
stopping, never talking to anyone, never actually arriving 
anywhere. Just always walking on. Children — cruel as children 
are — used to gather in throngs and heckle this ‘madman’ from 
behind, shouting: Luchipuri, khak thoo (Luchipuri, Yuk! Yuk!) 
So occasionally he would suddenly turn and raise his staff as if to 
attack. On that, the children would hightail it. That was the fun. 
The adults would maintain a respectful distance from him. The 
only time I saw him actually arrive at any place was in the 
temple of Annapurna (Harvest Goddess) by the river. He sat in 
the lotus posture before the deity, eyes closed, the staff lying on 
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the floor next to him. There was a strange calm on his face — and 
on his beard the unsteady light from the votive oil-wick lamps 
flickered. 


Nothing remains of Luchipuri today — not even a picture of him 
can be located. Another generation, and no one will know he 
existed. The temple lies in ruins. It now stands at a precarious 
angle on the slope of the river bank, down about one-third way to 
the water’s edge. A new temple has been built on solid ground. 
Silchar today is definitely a regular town, moving at breakneck 
pace - noise and bustle and crowds and all. I prefer to live with 
the Silchar of my memory. And of Luchipuri what remains is 
great puzzlement. The Masai-like staff of Luchipuri the Madman 
intrigues me more than the daylight lamplight of Diogenes the 
Cynic. 
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KUHELI AALOK 
THE LIGHT IN THE MIST 


Morning mist lifts over Glen of Aherlow, County 
Tipperary, Ireland 


NISHAPUR 


Evening and multicolored lamps 

Down the cobblestone street 

Of a city that never really was, 

Not in the sea view of Byzantium, 

Not in the pleasure palaces of Elysium; 
More at a silk road tavern town, 

A lone hamlet one nears alone, 

An approach down a hill slope may be, 
Dusty, sweaty on a camelback may be, 
Tired, longing for a warm meal, a bed, 
As the bedouin - pleasurably - thinks: 
This is a place I’ve seen before, 

Or wanted long to know 

From those disconcerting dreams 

Of the sultry oasis nights, 

The place that will replay for me 

Many happinesses, formless and animate, 
That I sensed were but never knew 

And so noted away somewhere. 

Now the shops raise the nightly awnings; 
Syrupy tea, oil cakes and water pipes 
With long hose for passing round, 
Street-side benches companionable, 
Verses shared from Omar’s lore, 

The camels restful at the hitching posts 
On this road of crossed destinies 

That ramps up towards the end 

To a place known from the muted bustle, 
Smell of lamb and pepper on open flame, 
The high welcoming lantern at the portal, 
The place all our nights come from, 

That long imagined caravanserai. 
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MOHUAMILAN 


It was in the old land that I once met a man, 

A Relieving Assistant Station Master, he said, 
From a small railroad stop called Mohuamilan. 
Mohua, a musk-scented flower to make 

The intoxicating jungle wine; milan a pleasurable, 
Even romantic, conjunction. And that was that. 


Except it now seems that it never was. 

That place I never saw nor knew for 

Its imagined mystery nights, the airy aboriginal 
Nights I sometimes compose in my mind. 

The saals, pials and tamals cover the land 

But never that intimate smell of mohua, 

Always and everywhere — all these and a single 
Ribbon of red dust that may in the end run past 
The teashacks of Titikatta in brisk commerce, or 
Soon Tatijharia’s lazy noon on a red dusted day, 
Not unlike the one that winds down here today 
Under a wide salmon sky, with the sunbird 
Mo’utusi’s looting of the mohua’s honey, 
Honeybees’ scouting too, and over in a mud-walled 
Earth household, its yard fresh lain with mud, 

The sweet scent of mohua soaked in that too, 

The veilless mistress in fullness of youth, 
Red-rimmed sari diagonally taut on bare breasts, 
Prayers on full lips, kneels to the sunset - 

Young gods in Amaravati please bless her brood — 
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Who now sit to homework as hurricane lanterns 
Begin to flicker in every hut on the leafy dark 

Of saals - night rhythm now begins to heave and 
Grow widewise - and in that place at that time 

An aimless wind from far fragrant hills 

Blunders in willy-nilly, bringing the forest’s 
Personal smells, folding senses into desires - 
Earth’s indifferent primary scents over the close in, 
Fresh-bathed redolence of a woman in a holy stance - 
On this airy aboriginal night, the mystic night of 
Conjunction, of absolute senses, of original desires. 
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KANYALIFEKA 


If I would be given to design a village, I would drape it gently 
over a small green hill. The village would not be visible from a 
distance, only the treetops. Naturally, there would be two 
neighborhoods — the Sunup Slope and the Sundown Slope. At 
dawn the Sunup Slope would catch the sun’s crimson and dazzle, 
as though the hill were on fire. In the evening the Sundown Slope 
would shimmer in the red glow, as though the hill were on fire. In 
time the people in the two neighborhoods would develop 
different temperaments. If you visit, the Sunup types would greet 
you with effusive cheerfulness. The Sundown types would greet 
you in quiet joy. The night of the Full Moon, there would be a 
community picnic in the hilltop park. From a distance, the hill 
would appear capped by a fiery glow — a soft one. Along the 
ridge a young lad from one slope would walk with a young girl 
from another slope — arms locked. They would talk of a future 
life together in the big bustling city. Whoever is from whichever 
slope, the joint dream is always the same. (Or is it?) And when 
they look in each other’s eyes, there is a tiny bit of flame there. 
Whoever is from whichever slope, it is always the same flame. 
(Or is it?) 


Borrowing an African word I have read about, I would call this 
village Kanyalifeka — a place of fire. 
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MACHU PICCHU NIGHT 


Tall mountains and sheer cliffs 
In your misted silence now 
That the crowds are gone 

And no earthly chatter resounds 
Off your brooding faces 


Say softly for me here 

Seated alone upon eons and years 
A transported, disembodied word 
In the voice of the ancients 

Who for me please gather round 
(Mist shaping in your marred halls) 
Once more this widening night; 


Touch me lightly now 

All over the bliss-thirsty brow, 

Waft me back to where 

The ancients’ earthly chatter 
Resounded off your approving faces; 


Gather me 


Back to me 
Tall mountains and sheer cliffs. 
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SNOWBEAR WAITS 


From season to season the salmon runs, 
The snowbear waits, the Inuit waits, 
The tundra flowers at caribou hoof; 
These truths from out of the snowmelt 


On sunrise rise, should the coatless 
Moose, out there, in winter’s last bite 
Not remember her moorings; should we, 
Harvesting time in fields of cyclic crop 


Or counting holy beads, pause to ruminate 
On the rainy nights of rainspun tales, on 
Dreams transposed onto the time of light, 
Those images inverted in cascade pools 


Of common realities the salmon knows, 
Up from low water’s shaded depth, leapt 
The whole way up the down waterslide, 
To cascades on cascades and the cascade 


Of the sun. Jaws open wide, the Inuit 
Aims his spear; at each leaping in harm’s 
Way, there’s a truth the salmon weighs; 
The moose wanders, the snowbear waits. 
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DARK MEANING IN WHITE SNOW 


Driving along the backroads of the Banff National Park one 
winter, I came upon a large flat snow-covered expanse. In it was 
a herd of moose. They all had a load of snow on their backs. 
Some were standing, some were sitting. I pulled up, turned off 
the engine, and resolved to watch this scene until the car would 
get too cold to bear. 


There was complete silence except for an occasional grunt, 
followed minutes later by a response grunt. The air was perfectly, 
perfectly still — not a leaf stirred. Those creatures that were 
standing were poking their noses into the snow in slow motion, 
perhaps looking for some vegetation. Somehow, the whole scene 
now seemed to have some type of dark meaning. The snowy 
field, the white silence punctuated by the guttural grunts, the 
looming prehistoric-looking creatures with their pendant shag. 


Then, one by one, everyone sat down on the ground. The grunts 
also stopped. 


I thought to myself: What of the idea of a last silence in this 
winterscene of the dead? 
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ASCENSION 


Solitude on the mountain sits 

On three levels of noise 

Of the sugarcone pine, its skin 
The skin of an ancient reptile, 
With stubs of long-healed wounds; 
Of the basal Serpent, coiled of fear, 
Hissing up a garbled sound, 

Then daring up a ways 

Into the place of fresh foliage, 
Chirrups and tweets, sated nestlings 
Consoled, the ether electric 

With happy talk, now coherent 
But dying out to the verdant tip, 
The sound crested and evanesced, 
The level of five purities where 
Patches of light and cloud contend: 
In the cloud there is nobody. 

In the light there is no sound. 

The notes the tender nodes make 
In breaking out of the gnarled skin 
Are notes you may not hear. 

Some say that seated lotuslike 
You can will the Serpent 

Clear to the tip, and past, 

And even hold her there 

Where, peaceably, so they say, 
Silence at last meets solitude. 


TOWARDS AN ORGANIC CORE 


The jungle is very old, old 
Howlings and old hootings and old cooings 


Soaked deep in the old lichens and the old moss, 


Released nightly to awaken newer notes 
Within the dark thickening within 

The dark thickening within 

The dark core of the jungle’s being. 


The hermit is very old, old 

Banyans invade with new trunks his forest 
Hovel, old searching in dim mountains 
Retold in the leafy growth of matted hair, 
Calling back an old nameless pain, 

The long celibate nights of an ascetic youth 
In a hidden monastery or a lone 
Caravanserai draped on the sunset cliffs. 


The old man is very old, old 

Images and old desires flit 

In and out of his sprouting dark, stirring 

A faint trickle of old sap, though not 
Betrayed in his glazed cataracts, projecting 
Astrally upon a far thickening dark, in the 
Rows of old deodars where 

Old whispers relive nightly, 

Commune with the hermit-deodar 

In the dark core of the jungle’s dark. 
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MOOSE MEADOWS, SLANTING MOON 


This is the essence of a pilgrim’s dream: 
A frameable scene, an atoll, a cape; 

Or is it a glitch on the line of time, 

The detour the restless sort oddly makes, 
The past behind, future-bound, 

To turn away from the present? 

If the rays should slant just so right, 

The snow a translucent white, 

There it is — the virtual gathering place. 
Then who’s to say that past real 

It isn't a projection from within out? 

In some unknown dimension nightly 

The spirit herd gathers in a spirit rite, 
Cast in indistinct if jagged profiles. 
Conversation seems sparse, 

More at grunts that punctuate the digging 
Of unearthly tubers from beneath the snow. 


What of the idea of a last silence 

In this winterscene of the dead, 

Dead river and dead wind where 
Nothing rustles in the dry twigs? 
Under the pale dead light there are 

No shapes but that the mind shapes 
And what the mind shapes is also dead. 
Would that there could sprout a word, 
The word the pilgrim lives to hear, 

Up from the deadscape, out of the silence, 
Before it is too final for words. 


Moose meadows by slanting moon: 

In sultry nights of Cabo San Lucas 

Or within the calm of the temple goddess 
On the lake island of Pokhara 

A yet unframed scene lingers as a refrain. 
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SPIRIT HORSES 


The waterhole of the wildhorses 

Is not open to view; the mystery 
There, at evenings in particular, 
Defies even the seer’s divination. 
Rimmed by a spirit forest, lit by a 
Spirit moon, the evening waterhole 
Of the spirit horses is forbidden 

To view. Envision or imagine, 
Overfly or scout, the communing at 
The waterhole is withheld from view. 
When seasons turn, meadows flower 
And waters rage, the yogi’s meditation 
Deepens a bit: half-formed words 

Flit, holographic images re-form; 

But the shaping of the mindhorses 
Still diffuses just beyond sense. 
Analyze what is knowable, argue 
What is not; cull out the objective 
Reality from that which is altered 

On perception; but the evening 
Rituals of the wildhorses still elude 
Observation. The jungle murmurs at 
A whisper though, that there’s granted 
But a joint view, one glimpse to a pair, 
A man and a woman in constant bond, 
Unfailing even as youth fails, 

Sworn each to each to the end of 

The way - a glimpse they store in the 
Shared memory, not open to view. 
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THE LAST LANGUAGE BARRIER 


The Bengali word udashin (and its various forms: udash, udashi, 
udashini) is one of the most image-conjuring words. As soon as I 
tell you “He is a man of udash-udash nature,” you flittingly 
glimpse in your mind a serene man alone in a bucolic setting, 
sitting by a river, looking vacantly to the sky and thinking 
faraway thoughts — or not thinking at all. What is more, the word 
finds a more natural home in poetry than prose. If I ask you to 
cite from literature a sentence containing this word, you 
immediately start, in your mind, scanning the poems of Tagore. 


So, what does the word mean? I have a small Bengali-to-English 
dictionary. It gives the following translations: 


Udash: a. Indifferent; apathetic; disinterested; sad; gloomy; 
blowing at random (wind blowing at random); Be in a listless 
state of mind. 


As technical translation, this will do. But it captures little of the 
image. And here is the interesting thing: Using more words, or 
different words does not help the translation. The word seems to 
me to be not translatable at all. 


The same is true with the word abhisaar (abhisaarak, 
abhisaarika) which the dictionary says is an “Appointment of 
lovers” (Tryst or Assignation would be a little better.) In the 
Bengali mind, the word creates the elaborate image of a desolate 
champa-scented garden under full moon, with an udash wind 
causing a faint stirring of the leaves, where an idealized male and 
an ethereal female with fragrant flowers in her hair bashfully 
approach each other. All of these that single word abhisaar 
conjures up. 
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How did these elaborate images develop in the Bengali psyche? 
There is no good answer. One could try to be pedantic and come 
up with answers. But I prefer to leave the situation as it is. Let the 
mystery be! Let the scent of the abhisaarika not be chemically 
analyzed! 


There are other such words. Biraha is the next one that comes to 
mind. There are also image-conjuring words in the English 
language that are likewise not translatable to Bengali. 


When a person of one culture starts to sense the imagery of such 


words in another culture is when he truly begins to understand 
the latter culture. 
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FENLAND IN SLANT RAIN 


Foot trails claim the flat hot sands 

In ascendant monotone, 

The daily toiling of the nomad, 

The necessary exploration. 

Here there is thirst, and a remembrance 
Of rain; sands, and a memory of green. 

In the country of the desert trails 

No vaunted caravanserai awaits, 

Only the dategrove, a serving of shade, 
Haunt alike of hooves and wings. 

A man could want to live like that, 

Ever wishing elsewhere, something else, 
Like the enigmatic Tuareg camel-mounted, 
The Masai upright as his walking staff, 

Or a dunes wanderer when the day’s done, 
A coat of roaddust and sweat to tell 

Of a torrid sullen sun. 

There’s no nestbuilding on nomad sands, 
No remembrance of the time spent. 

In the country of the nomad trails 
Memory alone serves to remind 

To bring whisper to the oasis night, 

To spin tales in yurts on the sundown steppe, 
To settle as mist come nightly round 

To the wilted, sun-weary baobab, 

To re-imagine this cruel terrain 

As a fenland in slant rain. 
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A CALM SOMETIMES 


From within the core of solitude, donning 
The shape of silence hovering in a dense fog 
With some of its chill, a languor settling 

In the edges of the body, numbing the inside, 
Comes a calm sometimes, as at no other times, 
As in a gray evening hearing of the loss of 
One close, or of the other impending death; 
In a lonely den or an ether-odored office; 
Disjoining from all that is ephemeral or 
Immediate; connecting with another place, 

A faraway time, before or hence; links, 
Familiarities — all severed momentarily; 
Forlorn as when a nursing mother pulls the 
Baby off the breast; defenseless, like the 
Slumbering Samson; yet a calm that is both 
Blissful and beneficial, one that the yogis 
Search for the whole time: the rare view 
Through a reentrant clearing in the cloud that 
Turns inward upon itself, reassuring, as when 


The mother returns the baby to the other breast. 
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SMARAN RENU 
THE POLLEN DUST OF REMEMBRANCE 


Three sisters at the Kauvery Sangam watch the urn 
containing the ashes of their mother float on away. 
The stone idol watches along. 


THE FOG ROLLS IN AGAIN 


Twilight on bird’s wings 

And the fog rolls in again; 

Clouding the cataracts 

Dousing the daydreaming 

Shrouding the shrubbery 

The fog rolls in this evening. 

Alone in a darkening den 

The shadows growing dense, 

Across the opening in the window pane 
Through the crack in the door frame 
The fog keeps on rolling. 

No one to light a lamp 

The memory yet awash and damp 

Of one long gone; 

With tears upwelling from deep within 
The fog just keeps on rolling. 
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MONSOON AGAIN, IN CALCUTTA 


In June again, may be in June 

When with the sweat and filth and the milling horde 
And the streetcars and buses listing under the load 
The day stands once again at a scorching noon 


And the melted pools of tar on the potholed street 
Breathe shimmering fumes of fluid heat, 

A lonely patch of black will hover again 

Over the peeling walls stained in last year’s rain 
And the shadow will grow ever so soon 

With the distant drummers beating a heavy croon; 
The coconut trees will sway in the breeze 

Gently caressing the fronds in their crease 

And all of a sudden it will be still: 

The sky will darken with the hint of a chill; 

The frightened herons over the pitch dark sky 
Will stay in close-knit flock lest they go awry. 


In June again, may be in June 

I shall see again that aging city of scorn 
Drenched and washed in the sheeting rain 
Flashing a shy moment her virgin smile again. 
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CALCUTTA 


Here’s not my place of birth 

Nor in the end did I make this my home — 
Mere parenthetical years that bridge across 
As if to say to me this, softly this: 

Here too is the muse’s home. 


Down the avenue of the south a January evening 
The smell of tuberose grew too heavy to bear. 

I remember still how dreamyeyed pairs drunk 

Full of the scent walked each in each engrossed: 
And I remember yet the clumsy streets of the 
College Square, where in our youth we saw bred 
Revolutions of thought and of the state. 

Some few I remember well, the saffron-clad monks 
Most of all, that hovered over my boyhood. 


And who can forget the calm summer night 
Drowsy among the thickhung mango leaves that 
Return the green of the earth to her winter- 
Ravaged green? And the waiting wife that ever 
With a shy smile wipes off the day’s tiring? 


This is the place my father once chose, late 

In life, to make a new beginning in — this 
Amorphous, incomprehensible mass that slowly 
Engulfed him; this is where, amid a stacked 
Pyre — far from his roots — they set him aflame. 


This city will be here a thousand years. 
Perhaps here’s where I shall return again, 

Not as the mangy dog of the nightstreets, 

Nor as the noisy crow of noon, but perhaps as 
A mourning dove still heard at times, perhaps 
Perched on a flame tree at the peak of blossom. 
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THE NIGHT THE STARS SPOKE 


Who or what is a happy person? As life becomes more and more 
technology-driven, this question — seemingly expansive — comes 
more and more into focus. 


Much of my student life was spent in dormitories. I had the 
opportunity to see a great many people during their entire cycle 
of daily life — not just 9-to-5, or Saturday evenings. I saw how 
they brushed their teeth, what kind of mood they were in when 
they got up in the morning, etc. So I formulate that question more 
tightly: Who is the person who retains pretty much the same 
composure as he goes through the whole day, the whole season, 
the whole life — in good times and bad? Most of us can be greatly 
jovial and display a happy-go-lucky attitude in public, but that is 
not a sustainable persona. There are times we are sad or angry or 
cranky or unpleasant. 


I observed that the more even-keeled a person, the more 
disconnected is he from his immediate surroundings. He is not 
plugged in to the here-and-now. His mind is always plugged in to 
somewhere else. Something keeps him always just above the 
fray, from being flustered, from losing his composure. 


But the happy man I now think of was not a fellow student. He 
was a teacher in High School - an idealistic dream-walker who 
was then perhaps in his late fifties. This being a residential 
school, we saw a great deal of our teachers — in and outside the 
classroom — days and evenings. He taught English language, and 
saw great beauty in it. He would read to you a paragraph from 
some classic book, and then go on about the beauty that it held. 
He needed to convey the beauty he sensed to you. He had then a 
sublime glow on his face. You could tell that he was truly happy 
that time. He and his wife led a very simple life on a teacher’s 
paltry income, in the village next to our school. They had no 
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children. He sometimes took me to his home, and his wife — an 
unusually quiet and dignified woman — served us dinner. He was 
exactly the same person in home as he was in class — and when 
he went to do the daily grocery shopping in the village market, or 
rode in an overcrowded bus, or was in some distress. There was 
never another persona or another mood that ever surfaced. He 
was a kind, generous, amiable, smiling person — just very grateful 
to be traveling through life. Nothing ever eclipsed that. 


One evening I was visiting him in his home, and was about to 
start on my way back to the dorm. It was a pitch-dark night, and 
the walk would take me through a newly harvested rice-field. The 
terrain there was uneven underfoot, unless you knew how to walk 
on the boundary trail dividing the lots. There were no lights of 
any kind. Nor did we have any flashlights. So he escorted me 
through the field (which he was familiar with) up to the paved, 
lighted road. Halfway in the field, he suddenly stopped and said, 
almost in an unfamiliar tone of voice: Look at the stars. You pay 
them no notice on moonlit nights. But tonight it is as though even 
they have some useful light to offer. It is as though they are 
pointing directly at you and saying emphatically, with some 
hauteur: Look, we too have something to give you. 


This was nothing memorable, but for some reason I have always 
remembered the night. Even as a grown person, having lost all 
contact with him, and now knowing that he must be gone, I still 
remember that night and those stars. Was he saying something 
about beauty? Or was there after all a sadness in him that never 
surfaced? Perhaps someday I will understand. 
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TEARS DEFERRED ON THE GANGES 


This evening a light sits softly 

On the Manaslu, scintillates, 
Yellow on gold and orange on gold, 
Then the rainbow scanned on gold, 
To gold flowing on gold 

Into the heaven river of gold. 


So it was once with the early light 
That caught a bashful Kanchenjunga, 
Only different, only more at red, 

A woman blushing on a stolen kiss, 

A color of light turned a color of time, 
The luminous time of a painted past. 


By these lights things once grew, 

We grew, grew the valley, the holy 
Things at the confluence of rivers; 
By these lights some few have left. 
Gentle Ganges, hold them well. 

In Kartik the air was crisp, 

Spryly riding the bamboo barges 

On the river, now nearly claiming 
The old temple of my childhood; 

Or skimmed down the impassive face 
Of an expansive Brahmaputra. 

A chill black night the lone trees 

On the lonelier hills seemed strangely 
Enlarged, shown in envelopes of a 
Darker dark, saying as though 

This would have to do for light. 
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And who shall close the unkept books 
On sorrows deferred by the Ganges, 
The tears deferred on the Ganges? 
Past all meanderings, in all my doubts, 
Good Himalaya, be true. By you 

I measure this flowing time: 

A fresh cap of ice, a gain in height 
Will inexorably move the peak, a new 
Stroke of brush on a Manaslu night, 
The light the others will see. 
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RASHBEHARI AVENUE, CALCUTTA 


This far across oceans and years 

It is a fragrance that most abides, 

Out of the clamor, the closenesses, 

The nightly power-outs; the smell of 
Kabob rolls frying on a greasy skillet 

In the crossroads crowd; or when, 
Strolling across the park, I sensed 

The croon of a Tagore song, a sundown 
Chorus at the music school of renown, 
Thicken the longing in a spring month 
Dusk; and within the lilt, and over 

The screeching brakes and clacking trams 
Came a calming cadence of words, words 
Conjuring vision conjuring a tree-ringed 
Seclusion: An invocation of spring in 
The forest of the lovers’ moon. Often 

I'd walk the evening spread (surely 

That is a continuous poem), the eastern 
Railroad stop, ancient and bazaar-like, 
Dim as in a time-blurred Arabian Night, 
To a pilgrim’s conclusion to the west, 
The Ganges temple of my dead father’s 
Goddess, inching through the hawker- 
Choked footwalk, and enamored of it all. 
But out of all these, and permeating 

All these, it is a fragrance that most abides: 
Linkings of fresh tuberoses and mystery 
Gardinias, threaded by the deft 

Vendors of the Lake Market, coiffed about 
The evening, mystery-dark hair of 

The promenading women of Ballygunge, 
Some of the most enchanted on earth. 
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ROOTS AND WINGS 


The pines of Shillong, 

I'd often suspect, 

Neck-straining tall and 

Clearing the lowhung clouds 

To the out-of-view blue, 
Meditate together in secret. 
There’s no firm evidence yet 
Though once, fearing a storm 
As I made my hasty trail 

Amid the solitary sentinels, 
Silent as in a petrified forest, 
There did seem a presence 

Or a soaring of a kind, the wings 
Of solitude one longs to ride 

In a mountain paradise of the mind, 
To perch atop a nimbus cloud, 
Reach up with both hands 

And feel the face of God. 

The roots are there, we know; 
Science tells us so 

And nobody disputes. 

The wings I privately deduced 
And would normally tell no man 
Except now, so long, so far back, 
As I think on the lone mystics 

I feel I could tell. 


71 


THE EMPATH 


On the shores of Ithaca she waits. In full youth, her body taut 
with desire, she waits. She waits for her husband who has left 
behind the soft sounds of her sweet whisperings and gone seeking 
great adventure on high seas — where ‘the deep moans round in 
many voices.’ He has left her to the lazy island life and gone to 
fight great battles ‘far on the ringing plains of windy Troy.’ 
Months turn, seasons turn, years turn. Youth begins to leave the 
body, age begins to take hold. Desire for his warmth turns slowly 
to only a desire for his presence. She wants to share with him 
what remains of her life. She waits. 


A long time ago in some obscure place I read a short poem by an 
unknown poet. Or rather, a poetess. I do not remember her name; 
I only remember that the poem left an impression on me. I have 
never been able to locate it again. The poem was called 
“Penelope”. The poetess is speaking to her. Its concluding lines, 
as best as I can recall, went something like this: 


Do you sometimes wonder 
If he does ever return again 
Will there be time enough 
For anything but death? 
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SHILLONG MEMORY 


The recluse light 

That lives in the pines 
Wandering out at times 

To float peaceably down 
The pebble-deep river’s run 
Meditates on his owings 

To a clouding-over sun 
And slowly loses himself, 
Diffuses round 

The bend of the Umiam. 
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MYSTIC HEIGHTS 


Himalaya high place: 

The pilgrim bent at his walking staff 
Where Dhaulagiri glows a pure white, 
Glory also the gods, 

Has no address, no satchel, no papers; 
Only the body rags and the matted hair. 
Past the homestead life, here is Jyoti, 
The all-renouncing freeing of the spirit. 


“Do you not miss her, 
The warmth, that private smile; 
The children and the rest? ” 


“Ahead is what’s to come. 
Behind is what’s gone. 

So I walk on. 

And I move on. 

But now you have reminded me. 
Now you’ve made me weep. ” 


(In the sky the Charioteer said: 
O Arjuna, whoever worships me 
Severing all his earthly bonds, 

I will lovingly tend to 

All his earthly bonds.) 


The man takes the end of his wrap; 
He wipes his tears 

And he sets on his walk, 

On up to the last of life. 

Ahead awaits the pilgrim’s quest, 
The mystic source of the Ganges, 
Blue and green and glowing serene; 
There, her long sought mystery gift - 
A warmth, a private smile. 


74 


A POEM FOR JENNY 


Memories are woven on tangible things — 
Plant cuttings you once gave, living green 
Now it is April; the crockpot too ornate 

To ever use, the glass cookie jar we do use; 
The tree-trunk candle sits nearly religious. 


For those other things you gave, there's no 
Form nor name nor shape, only a feeling. 
The elegant woman we once met, that 
Engaging smile, would soon reveal 

A doting universal mother to all comers. 


Here where the sky bids its own farewell, 
Gull calls, breakers, sea whispers say: 
Jenny, rest. All who came of your blood, 
And all who came to your blood, 

For you we will hold them well. 


And the beach sands that clung to your 
Bare feet as you two strolled the days, 
They too in a grainy murmur say: 

Jenny, sleep. Let the seven seas bless: 
For you we will save your love harmless. 


So may the heavens hold you thus, 
Jenny Claire von Hevesy Arrhenius. 


When the ancestors' moon on nightly rounds 


Touches you with a brush of light 
She'll be sure to smile and say: 
They sent this hug from Scandinavia. 
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THAT SUNDAY OF MY GRANDFATHER 


Sometimes as you go through life, you experience or witness 
something that for some unknown reason becomes fixed in your 
memory. Much later, you gradually discover its significance. 
Everyone can look back on his or her life, and find examples. 


My grandfather was ailing. One Sunday morning he felt a little 
better, and wanted to visit the Calcutta Botanical Gardens. Now, 
we lived in the suburbs on the other side of Calcutta, and this was 
not an easy visit. But with me going along, the family agreed. 
The Botanical Gardens were close to the famed Bengal 
Engineering College, from which Grandfather had graduated a 
very long time ago. So this would have been the familiar haunts 
of his youth. 


We arrived in the Gardens, and I noticed a strange transformation 
in him. He became silent, and fortunately I got the sense to 
respect that. I fell back some and let him be by himself. He was 
going from place to place, stopping, staring, turning his head as 
though looking for someone. Sometimes he sat down, and stared, 
and turned his head. We came to the spreading old Banyan tree, 
and he stood among the trunk roots, leaning on his walking stick. 
We came near the water, and he sat down on the grass. He was 
lost in himself. Dating was not a prevalent custom in 
Grandfather’s youth. Otherwise I could imagine perhaps here is 
where he once sat with his first love — the one love that never 
goes anywhere except deeper and deeper into the recesses of 
memory. 


Shortly after that, Grandfather died. Looking back, I think he 
needed to make this visit as a part of settling his affairs. He knew 
this was his last ailment. He wanted to have a tryst with his 
youth. 
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MY MANGO BLOSSOM MAY 


Sorrows lengthen on a seagull’s wings. 
Eyes watch me in every sky, 

In Julian or Juliaca; 

Be it January, be it June; 

The eyes fix me in a disappointed gaze. 


Not thus in those simpler days of May, 

My mango blossom May, 

When dreams floated in down the river 
Though from my Geography book 

I imagined another river Reba, 

For the music of that name alone - 
(Morning raga: Rebanadi re sa dha ni sa) - 
With dreams and riverboats, dreams on riverboats 
And we waded knee-deep to meet them. 
And whoever dreamed in May 

Planned a most extravagant fall. 

The eyes watched then in seeming approval. 


Alas O bird we’re a sky too far. 

The dreams have all flowed out, 

Out where Reba pours towards Vaitarani - 
(Evening raga: Rebanadi ni dha ni re sa) - 
The river of the Last Crossing. 

Sorrows lengthen on a seagull’s wings. 


If my mind turns to Vaitarani, I veer away. 
I live in May, my mango blossom May. 
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SUNDARI VASUNDHARA 
EARTH THE PRETTY MAIDEN 


Where the Earth broods. 


A JANUARY WINDOW 


My January window is three fourths 
Soft-brushed sky, having shifted from 

The earlier dun gray that long hung 

Over the winter-savaged Los Coyotes Hills 


Now regreening. Early each day, about 
Seven say, if I from my daily chores 
Look south, for the window looks south 
And composes a scene only a window 


Can frame, and in composing says to you 
The place is this and the moment is this 
And in moving is your truth — if I 

Look south and then way on high I espy 


That fluttering vee flying west to east, 
Or against the sun’s ascent if that is 
Significant, and I can hardly make out 
From the lineup the individual geese 


Unless at times a baby straggles; in its 
Hurried wings back to the broken vee 
I almost can see the urgency, or a fear 
Of being away from where everyone is. 
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THE COWDUST HOUR 


Somewhat suddenly then 

By the rustic landing at water’s edge 
In the aged banyan tree’s dusk 

In the trunk root forest 

Time calls a halt 

And lets the sky carry on 

With a light thickening 

To a light thickening 

To a faint burst of light. 

Onshore and where on ricefields 
The last gold trims 

A homeward skybird’s lone wings, 
One, two, one, two, then a lull — 

A few, then a lull — 

Cowbells peal. 

The dust blown at the hoof 

Over the note of the wedding flute 
Signals a dying phase of light, 
The bride-viewing light, 

As he lifts the veil and sees 

In the mirror of the eyes 

Deep, stilled time. 

Just as suddenly then 

The sky bows out 

And lets time carry on 

In the aged banyan tree’s dark 

In the trunk root forest. 
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SUNDOWN ON FERNANDINA 


Spectacular sunsets are things you collect in your mind’s album. 
For most people — especially those that roam — that album 
quickly fills up, in space and in variety. Increasingly, any 
particular viewing no longer stands out. But this is not a bad 
thing in itself. When one wears a garland of fragrant flowers, can 
one remain discerning of each individual scent? 


Fernandina is the westernmost, and the youngest island of the 
Galapagos archipelago. It is made of stark, rugged volcanic lava 
— an otherworldly scape. On it roam creatures out of the depths of 
time — iguanas clustering, sea turtles in the shallows, flightless 
cormorants framed on the horizon... At day’s end, after all the 
human eavesdroppers have left, and the sun begins to spread its 
red over the sky, what goes on in this very isolated, very non- 
anthropological world fascinates me considerably. What goes on 
here when no humans are looking? Something must be going on. 
Do the creatures converse on the day’s events? Does a very old 
iguana at water’s edge say to a sea turtle pup what would be the 
equivalent of “Look baby, what a beautiful sky!” ? What goes on 
that has gone on each evening of the evolutionary eons? 


As your boat moves away from the island and you look at the sky 
over it - dotted now with only a few unhurried, circling birds 
sated from the fish-feeding frenzies of a while ago - you get a 
sense again of looking at an alien world — not extraterrestrial this 
time, but extra-human. It is first of all a sky-full of a nameless 
sadness that can disconcert you for a lifetime. For in it is a 
strange limitlessness — limitless because there is nothing in 
human experience or imagination that can put a frame around this 
view. Nor can the sea. Nor the sky. 


I shall never forget the Fernandina sunset, even though I chose 
not to take a picture of it. 
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RUINS 


It is at first a distancing 

Followed in wake by a reconnection 
The way teal blue water at twilight 
Returns a reflection 

That is not quite us 

And is then again us 

And the moon lets her rays refract, 
Catch a certain crumbling minaret 

To summon back the plaintive echoes 
Of a muezzin’s call from over across 

A millennium dusk; 

And if soulful in Monte Alban 

I found a high perch in tawny time, 

The skeletal city spread at my feet, 
Would I not, history be kind, 

Be allowed the privacy of a light 

To see the place spill over, 

The shoppers, the merchants and all 
Gaily clothed in timely garb 

In the rumbling of the incessant chatter 
And to suddenly spot in the hub of things 
What is reaffirming on the face of ruins, 
A gathering of the familiar ancestors, 
Faces from the germinal depths of time? 
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LAKE TURKANA 


There is something that is common 
Between the tall and lithe Maasai maiden — 
The lance paralleling the length of her body, 
Her face one of haughty, taciturn silence 
And the stony sentinels on Easter Island 
Gazing out beyond the waters. 


Each night on the shores of Lake Turkana 
We die a little 

Child by hungry child 

Bullet by angry bullet 

As new bones are piled down on old ones. 


This place 


Is a place of beginnings and ends: 
The navel of the living earth. 
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THE KEEPER OF LORE 


Now long since the nascent days 

Dust rains softly in the gray recesses 

Of a cobwebbed memory: in the ripples 
Barely astir the swoosh is still heard 

Of the restless crocodile, pining on 

For the human form he left in Dreamtime. 


The Earth was ever here but without shape 
Till they came from sea and gave it shape 
And a lifeforce, the one life in many forms 
That each to each transform, and in spirit 
Transfix onto the luminous cave paints 

In the sandstone escarpment from Dreamtime; 


And the craggy relief of the land, 

Risen to affirm the old ways, though 
Dulled by the dust and dimmed by the 
Millennium haze, is still being wrought 
By the sculptor snake moving unrequited 
In the folds of the tales from Dreamtime. 


As all the colors fade from the Earth 

The keeper of lore paints the flat-laid bark, 

An organic manuscript that eagerly anticipates 
The coming of tales; the brood all come home - 
And sundry spirits, the toddlers all — witness 
The weaving of the last tale of Dreamtime. 
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CARLSBAD CAVERNS 


Here’s where we learn 

Or are made to learn 

To revere the spoils of time; 
Drop by drop 

Waterdrops surrender 

Their meager substance 

That the mounds may grow 
Layer upon molecular layer 
Moment upon lamellar moment 
To fill the eons; of time 

That heals, filling 

Cracks and fissures 

Till all is as was; of 

Time that dreams 

The dreamy wonders 

Of these translucent sculptures, 
Coning and careening and lenticular, 
Each rising in its own marvel, 
In its tantalizing search, 
Stalagmite for stalactite as where 
Earth raises her loving face 

To a reaching-down sky; 

Of time that broods 

In dark crevasses 

And sunless vaults; 

Of time 

That soars nightly 

With the twilight spiraling 

Of the bats. 


85 


THE RAMPARTS OF THE FAIRYLAND LOOP 


The Fairyland Loop Trail (Bryce Canyon National Park, Utah) is 
one of my most memorable hikes. The hike takes a few hours, 
and should best be started before dawn. You should already be 
down at the base of the amphitheaters when the sun comes up on 
you in the spectacular orange rock country. Also at this hour, you 
would likely be completely alone — without any sights or sounds 
or other signs of human presence. You look to the cliffs in the 
distance — arranged in rows to form your local horizon — and see 
the magnificent structures that resemble manmade things: 
ramparts, castles, battlements, castle keeps, turrets, promenade 
terraces.... almost anything you can imagine in an ancient 
fortress city draped over a mountain range. A city that ordained 
that everything shall be built of orange rock, and shall be 
staggered so no one obstructs another’s view. The only difference 
is that, having built the city, it is as though the city planner has let 
it crumble a little to give the ‘antique’ effect. 


Of course man never designed ramparts and castles to mimic 
nature. Quite the contrary. If you appreciate the beauty of a 
monastery carved into a rocky mountain slope, you know that the 
beauty stems from the contrast between nature’s haphazard 
irregularity and man’s austere geometric forms. So how is it that 
these natural formations of the Fairyland Loop mimic man’s 
creation? 


It is as though a billion years ago, a lonely Earth was anticipating 


the arrival of man, and wishfully predicting and building what he 
would one day build upon her. 
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THE EARTH REPOSITORY 


Of the earth I shall always think 

In the scheme of celestial things 

As a cloistered, lived-in place 

Like some hidden monasteries — 

Not mere crags and hewn vaults 

But an accumulating attribute 

That comes from the living having been 
And taken their turn at the prayer wheel 
Before the flow carried them forth. 

The mollusks and the spores 

Have of course been 

And the giant mammals and the reptiles 
Connecting down to the ancestral link. 
Couldn’t one imagine 

In some detached state of dulled logic 
That this steady stream of living 

Leaves behind an unseen settling 

Of the silting of the stream 

As it empties into an unseen sea? 

And couldn’t then this stratified earth 
In the realm of a spirit earth 

Be likened to some prehistoric digs 
Where we unearth the story of the species? 
But we shall not excavate here 

As we shall not the monastery graveyard 
Lest we awaken the beneficent ones 
From their evolving sleep; 

For in that land of sleep 

The spirituality of evolving man 

Who still perpetuates the link, 

And the humanity of the descending gods 
Who set in motion the link 

May each to each approximate. 


PHOTOSYNTHESIS 


The morning I flew 

From Dhaka to Calcutta 

Over the emerald delta 

Through which the brimming streams 
Divide and meander and divide on 
Where the milken nectar 

Of the muddied water 

Permeates the porous earth 

To feed every thirsty root 

And color every eager leaf 

To its chlorophylliferous bliss 

Where the water conspires with the sun, 
I felt warmed by the same sun 

To whose shining the earth lies prone 
And the ripples owe 

Their tourmaline crests, 

And knew an unknown elation 

For this gift of a brief transformation 
Between my nebulous origin 

In desire and wish 

And my inert end 

In fire and ash, 

For sensing, and being able to sense, 
That aloft here on morning wings 

I was made a part of a communing 
As old as the earth, 

The light, and the sun. 
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THE VOWEL AND THE VERDURE 


The ancient Egyptians called the river Neelo. I like it so much 
better than The Nile, or Neel as we call it in India. The open 
vowel at the end — the refrain - is the flow of the river. So many 
river names in India end thus: Ganga, Reba, Shipra, Vitasta, 
Kaveri... 


The Nile divides the Sahara and the Arabian Desert. She pushes 
her water and nutrients as far as she can into the scorched sands. 
The result is the life-giving Fertile Margin. You can see it from 
the air: The river bordered by two thin verdant strips, beyond 
which the sands stretch as far as the eye can see. The width of the 
lush green margin is set by the competition between the river and 
the desert. But in the end it is really the sun that is doing 
everything. The sun is making the margin advance into the desert, 
and the sun is making the desert push back on it. 


When I looked at the Arabian Desert, I thought of Lawrence of 
Arabia. When I looked at the Sahara, I thought of a lone Masai. 
And when I then looked at the river, I thought of Sandesh Dadu. 


Sandesh Dadu was a very distant relative (Sandesh = Sweets; 
Dadu = Grandfather/Great-uncle.) He never married. He floated 
from occupation to occupation, place to place. Occasionally he 
showed up at our house, and stayed a few days. This was a time 
for great, almost festive joy for us children. I do not recall why. 
He did not tell great stories, or bring gifts. It was his mere 
presence. Whatever he said, we hung on his words. He pushed 
out joy from within himself. But then, practical considerations 
encroached. A guest had to move on. No one asked him to leave, 
but he knew he had to. He left. A refrain stayed (Dadu — that 
flowing vowel at the end...) May be he went and stayed with 
other relatives or may be he went back to his lonely room, 
wherever that was. 


Sandesh Dadu’s first name was Arun, meaning, the Sun. 
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CARAVANS OF THE SUN 


Nightly they set sail on their journey home, 
Haul away what was once bestowed on earth; 
A woman has strangled herself with her 
Long braided hair. They load up at crossroads, 
In the pass, at the river; a child with 

Bloated belly feels hunger pains no more 
And awaits the end. A blissful light that 
Shone as Lucy stood on her hind legs, took 
Our first tentative step, is fading fast; we of 
The millennium’s close face the reckoning; 
Attendance is mandatory at the Sapines Trial. 
The tribunal of stars now reluctantly restores 
A planet to her state one species ago, 

To redress an error. So nightly they sail 

The skies, beaconed by the rainy Hyades. 


Each dawn again we rise to meet 

A glorious shining at the edge of land; 
In that place at that time we learn 
There is yet a little time for redemption. 
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MYTHMAKING IN MIDWINTER 


The millipede inches along, haltingly, 
For the murky edge of the millennium. 


A mist clouds my morningside window 
This morning on the peachtree blossoms 
Ravaged in the wind of the eveningside sea 
And what I see, all I see, in the syncopated 
Dance of shadows on my morningside 
Window on a torrent ashen sky is a shape 
Of a thousand florid deaths congealed 

Or the death of a rhyme not reckoned. 


Mythmaking in midwinter: creatures 

Etched on the sandstone escarpment gaze 
Upon the aboriginal land, dim eyes speak 
Dreamtime themes. The deep holds many 
Lores dryly, they say, in the crocodile’s home. 


Nightly the islet of the scarlet ibis becomes 
An ibis, many as one, a mound of treetops 
Dotted red, by homing light, lonely also 
The night, the raincloud’s edge nearly gold. 


What ails the weary millipede, his images 
Diffuse, inching on in asynchronous strides 
To the starting place of the millennium, old 
Excursions ended, none begun? A dance 
Of shadows, reversed, is a dance of light. 
A rhyme is a rhyme for what we provide. 
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A MONOLITH SHAPING 


Childhood, and the temple of Annapurna 
Perched precariously on the river’s cliff; 

The flow — now braiding, now turbulent; 

The priest, the oil-wick lamps, the frankincense 
Are the images that form and deform, 

Reform and evanesce as I at times regress 

To the misted days, a receding mist. 


Girding the rim of Lake Turkana 
As an amber skyglow 

Turns a particular shade of green 
The ape and the tentative man, 
Long journeyed together, 

Ready to part company. 


All along it has been 

A slithering, a crawling, a crossing 
Landward and woodward, 

As where the sea-weary coelacanth 
Metamorphosed as she aspired 

Past the high water mark, 

Save where, the spine extrapolating 

To the tail plumage, the fins extending 
To the skeletal wings, 

Took flight the branching archaeopteryx. 


It isn’t so much this age or that 
That fascinates me as 

The living seeds of a coming age, 
A testament to my age; 

The drying roots of a relic age, 

A testament to my age; 

The confluence and the consonance 
That I feel more than I sense 

In some oddities in particular 

Of what is moving past me 
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Or what would move past me 
Were I to be made able 
To hold still my frame. 


There is a bird that soulfully waits, 
Wings taut from self-spun hope, 
The dark round her the soulful dark 
That anticipates the coming of light, 
One day to claim her sky, soon. 


An enchantment my father found 
Became passed on down, though 
Tempered for me by a disbelief 

In what is not amenable to proof, 

In a few likely oddments 

From the main making of the species, 
The godmen of the Ganges, 

Late great-uncle the Swami not the least 
And the most familiar of them all. 


The odd meanderings of the flow, 
The branching, the Ganges, the flow, 
Must in some dimension cumulate: 
An ancestral tree, only infinitely 
Ramified, infinitely magnified, 

Yet taking on the simplest of forms, 
A standalone form, girding which, 
Like so many honeybees near the hive, 
Swarm the dead, swarm the living, 
And the dead and the living 

Grow within each other, 

Form the collective being, 

The idea archaeopteryx. 


The brooding reaches of space: 

Dark not for a lack of light, 

Shivering not for a want of warmth; 
There — tumbling, hurtling, pulsating — 
Takes shape the essential monolith. 
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SHANTI PAAT 
THE READING OF PEACE 


— 


Holy men give the Reading of Peace 


WORDS AND TOUCH 


What do you say to a person who is dying? You might come to 
visit him, and by sheer force of habit say: “How are you?” Then 
you realize how inappropriate that was. Then you might say 
something else to repair the impropriety, and that might not come 
out right either. Then you become self-conscious, and then feel 
bad that instead of the person lying there, you are focusing on 
yourself. What do you say? 


I have had occasion to think about this. I turn this issue around 
and ask: “If I lay dying but was still conscious, what would I like 
people to say to me?” Here, the answer is clear to me. Most of 
all, I would like them to not wear a long or morose face. I would 
like them to be smiling and companionable. I would not like them 
to discuss the weather as if I was not there. I would not like them 
to discuss my medical condition. I would like them to touch me 
and say anything, even awkwardly anything, that has the 
pronouns “TI” and “you” in the sentence. If a child says: “That 
poetry book you gave me, I read it all the time” that would be 
wonderful. If an adult says: “You’ve meant so much to me...,” 
what more can one ask for? But then I wonder: What would J say 
to them? 


In the Bengali language, it is most awkward to say “I love you” 
except between romantic lovers. For other purposes, there is no 
equivalent expression. So this sentiment is never expressed in 
words. How very sad! The last time I saw my father, when we 
both knew this could be the final visit, he sat next to me and 
touched me lightly, and said, quite out of context: “You are my 
favorite person.” To this day I wonder if he realized how much 
he gave me then, in that instant, with those few words, to sustain 
me the rest of my life. 


Sometimes it is necessary to say a thing, no matter how awkward 
— to tell a person, in words and in touch — who he or she is to you. 
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A PREDAWN DEATH 


After the sunlight crimson on the eastern 
Panes, and along the pebble-bare river 
Trudging on its weary way past the contiguous 
Stretch of moors and hovels and musty lanes 
To the brief free run, a festive bursting 

Of deltaic green before the pouring death 

To the sea, comes the stark realization 
Which night benumbs with what is soothing 
In a night; come the sayers of farewell, 
Flowers and frankincense, the intoning monk. 
The sun bears down vertically on the dead, 
Borne face up by mourners to the ordained 
Tryst in fire and ash. Festive rites sing 

The sun’s decline, then the pyre is lit. 

No mystery precedes a birth, only the 
Known steps, the loving, the organic fusion, 
The amniotic months; death terminates all, 
A sudden wall, nothing beyond is knowable. 
When the sun leaves, there’s only the pyre; 
Light perpetuates light, earth fire carries 

The fire in the sky. Shadowy comers mingle, 
Flames waver, flesh smelling jackals howl. 
Late into the dark the fire is lost: 

It is the living’s turn to return home. 

There, darkly, the absence lurks, a shape 

Of emptiness, of what is empty in a night. 
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THE OLD WOMAN WE SAW IN CHICHEN-ITZA 


When Zeus saw Aphrodite on the steps 
Of Olympus pondering the fate of 

Living things, he lovingly sent her on 

A tour of mortal duty in all its essence 

To be lived without knowledge of herself. 
Or such is what we surmise. 


Zeus is gone now. She sits on the 

Arduous steps, resting a moment from 
The climb. The gentle warmth of the smile 
That is about to break brings forth the still 
Smoldering glow in her womb remaining 
From the primordial fireball from which 
The universe and all things began. 


That almost imperceptible glint in her 
Eyes carries a hint of the beneficial light 
That shone when the insects and the 
Crocodiles greeted the new arrival 

Deep in the ancient strata of 

Oldupai Gorge, the cradle of man. 


But it was the wrinkles round her 

Eyes, tired but not sad, that betrayed 

A faint memory of a distant peak, 

A snow-white seven-pillared house rising 
Into the clouds — a place to which 

We know she will be safely returned. 
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THE SLAYER OF THE SEAL 


Before the blood-drenched skinning, 
Before each family shared in the communal giving 
Of the gift of warm flesh, offered by 

The hunter’s wife the rightful hostess, 
They stood round in solemn silence; 
Sprawled in the middle the slain mammal — 
Lips slightly parted; in thirst, 

The lore says, give her 

A last drink of water 

And you shall have luck hunting 

For food again; slowly he melted a sliver 
Of ice, and with the fluid in his cupped 
Hands, knelt before her 

To place the ritual drops between 

The cold, dead lips and stare into 

The cold, dead eyes — still wide open. 


Forgive me who must slay. 
Forgive her that wishes to give. 
Forgive them that share. 
Forgive. Forgive. Forgive. 
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THE ISLAND 


After a sleepless night I walk out to see 
How dark recedes that light may sit 

Under the ever-present dome of the sky 
And in the sparrow’s nest — a faint rustling 
Of leaves there as her babies awake; 

A slight chill in the air recalls a day 

Lost forever; a serving of crimson 

On heron’s wings brings the island in view 
Again; when I can see the land beyond 
The ocean I know a new day is mine. 
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SEA ISLAND GARLAND 


The long voice of the songbird trails. 
A wind in coconut fronds fails. 
Goings upon goings as with 

All things that surround me now, 
Lovingly as they always have, 

Not as before though, not as with 
The earth, her lavishings renewed 
With comings and more comings. 
The island is a mood, the sea is wide. 


I pace the monotone of gray sands 
Broken at times by fishermen 

At drying bright yellow nets. 

Slowly a hush takes hold, 

The expectant hush, a nip in the air. 
Conch shells, sea foam, hermit crabs 
Are the first to catch the red; 

Then the sea swells, the crystals 

Of sand, and the red itself of corals. 
At the gentlest spiraling of seabreeze 
The conch shell speaks. 


Deep within the deep of 

The mid-island rainforest 

Some happenings unfold; 

The brood nested and fed, 

It is time for love songs and chirps, 
The sweet courting calls and such; 
From all these, unwillingly, I digress. 
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It is a sign for all things to come home; 
Temple bells over a muezzin’s call. 
Only, the island has a way; 

Its plumerias and all the tropical best, 
Gull calls, breakers and palm sways, 
The salt air, smell of kelp and the rest, 
All work in concord to say 

What to me rings most discordant: 
The cycle has been broken. 

Your goings will continue. 

Your comings are withheld. 


Promenade now the island maidens, 
Coifed and flowered, arms bare 
And breasts full, smile an enigma, 
Down the circle island road 

Whose sundown arc will catch 

The brief shades of magenta 
Turned at times to a flash of green. 


The conch shell speaks of other seas, 
Places she has known, she has been, 
Seas of water and seas of dark, 
Islands of sand and islands of light; 
But her airy cadence is not distinct. 
The unknown is not all unblessed, 
The unheard song is a sweet song, 

Is what I seem to make out. 


In the graves the ancients rest; 
Mere rows of crumbly bricks now 
But once a monument to mark 
The leaving, to benefit the living, 
By the farmer’s manicured hut 
Lamp-lit now it’s nearly night. 
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Up a ways onto the hill, the forest 
Floor strewn with ripe mangoes, 

Juicy green coconuts, no one to pick, 
Sad also for a failed light, in some 
Ache call to mind long dead men, 
Spiritual torment of homebound men 
Died in a chrysalis of self-woven calm. 


At length the island from the sea 
Returns to sea, the sea of dark. 

Then, when nothing remains in view, 
Comes in view the crescent of light, 
That island in that sea of dark 

With its sky size garland of light. 
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ELEGANT GREETINGS 


In Afghanistan, when two men meet, they shake their right hands 
while each places the palm of his left hand flat against his chest. 
Alternatively, they shake their right hands, and then each places 
the palm of the same hand flat against his chest. In this way, what 
in the West is a mechanical act becomes a most beautiful gesture 
that says: I accept you in my heart. 


In traditional Arabic, there is a very elaborate system of greeting, 
here described by the author Amitabh Ghosh (in his book 
Incendiary Circumstances, in the essay THE IMAM AND THE 
INDIAN) as he is meeting a village imam. The imam begins the 
sequence: 


“Welcome.” 

“Welcome to you.” 

“How are you?” 

“How are you?” 

“Have you brought blessings?” 
“May God bless you.” 
“Welcome.” 

“Welcome to you.” 

“You have brought light.” 
“The light is yours.” 
“How are you?” 

“How are you?” ’ 


In the language of Sylhet in Bengal, when someone takes leave, 
the following exchange takes place: 


“Aai gia - Let me leave?” 
““Jaon nai - Not to leave.” 
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THE BOATMAN OF THE LAST RIVER 


Questions have piled up, 

Not entirely in the clear stream 

Nor in full measure obscured. 

All times the water has streamed on 
Ceaselessly in our nights of icy wind, 
An airy rustling in the dried thistles 
In the deodar forest. 

And when by the stark light of day 
The sandy shallows could no more hide 
The little things at urgent spawning, 
The genial ripples lovingly took them 
Into their blanketed deep. 

On the festive night 

The doe-eyed widow steals away 

To set afloat in her cupped hands 

A paperboat lamp in remembrance; 
The wind and the river 

Cradle it unharmed 

To their meandering’s end; 

The crossings and the questions mingle 
To become the last crossing 

Or a single question personified. 

He looms arched over at the oar — 
More an enigma than a query — 

The asker of the final question, 

The boatman of the last river. 
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THE IDEAOF THE HIMALAYAS 


High on the desolate ice flats of the Himalayas, I imagine, there 
lives a yogi — an ascetic, a sadhu, a sannyasi. He lives in an ice 
cave, and thrives on some tubers he digs from beneath the ice. 
The ice is purity. The yogi is the genuine article — he has left the 
human society behind. He does not want anyone’s recognition or 
respect or attention. He has nothing to teach or preach or prove. 
What happens up here is between him, and the land, and the sky. 
If he is in fact communing with the gods, nobody knows and so 
nobody questions and nobody doubts. Here, nothing changes 
except the day, the season, the length of the yogi’s beard. 


Someone, I imagine, is able to reach him one day and ask him 
that concise single question, designed to elicit the maximum 
response from a holy man: What is the journey? 


The man, I imagine, is initially irate at his space being invaded, 
but eventually relents to answer — so at least the questioner would 
leave. He answers: 


There is a place of beginnings and there is a place of ends. The 
journey takes place between them. Between them there are places 
that are ongoing — like bustling caravanserais. When you are in 
an Ongoing Place, then your journey is not purely your own — it 
is also the journey of the place. So this is not the pure journey. If 
you are in the Beginning Place, then the journey is ahead of you. 
If you are in the Ending Place, the journey is behind you. So the 
answer to your question is the question itself, if only you will 
slightly modify it: What is the pure journey? 
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RITES OF PEACE 


In astral places where the gods of war contend, 

On Earth’s fields where swordsmen rage, there in 
The King’s palace where counsel of discord prevails, 
In sky and on seas where the ghosts of history 

Seek vengeance upon helpless travelers: Shantih. 


Down the river of the raging youth, 

In the home of faded love, within the dream 

Of the troubled child, in the otherworldly visions 
Of the one at the edge of life, round the body 

Of the woman feeding a little life: Shantih. 


For them whose agony of search is yet to end, 
For them to whom the blessing never comes, 
On seared lands waiting for the word of rain, 
Within the yogi’s meditation not yet 

Fully congealed: Shantih. 


Peace, befall the ether. 

Peace, befall the earth. 

Peace, befall the waters. 

Peace, befall our great trees. 
Peace, befall even your own peace. 
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